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My parents came from Puerto Rico. When they
first arrived in this country, my father became
the superintendent of the building we lived in.
My mom was a stay at home mom for a while,
and we lived with my two sisters. My parents
weren’t married, and they decided to separate
when I was about 5 years old. From Brooklyn,
I went to Manhattan with my mother and my
grandmother. My grandmother was the first
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I was born July 19, 1951 in Brooklyn New York.

Storyteller: Helen Serrano
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five oaks

to come to America from Puerto Rico, and she
worked as a live-in maid. My grandmother took
care of us while my mom would go work in the
factory. I would see my father regularly on visits,
so I did have contact with him, which I thought
was good.
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want them growing up getting everything they

south Bronx and I stayed there until I left New

wanted because I knew that isn’t how the world

York permanently. I was educated in NYC public

works. I really wanted them to have as good of a

schools; I was the first one in my family to go
to college, and from there I went and got my
Master’s degree. I decided to be a social work-

life as I could give them.
When I was 63 I thought about leaving New

When I left, my daughters came to visit me
a few times and they saw how life moved at
a different and slower pace in Dayton than
in New York, and that you could attain different things here. When you are living in an

York and moved to Dayton. My two daugh-

apartment your whole life, you have no real

er. I didn’t realize that I would love social work

ters were grown and I felt that I could leave

say in anything and you’re at the mercy of your

like I did, but I did for 38 years. I worked for

the big city. The thought to actually leave

landlord. That becomes tiresome and you feel

a non-profit child-welfare agency that worked

was never really in my mind, but I felt more

like you’re trapped. Here, with the recession,

with families, and that’s where my interest in

and more resentful that despite the fact that I

many people lost their jobs and there were a lot

community really started because I worked with

got a good education, I wasn’t gaining any-

of foreclosed homes, and I was lucky enough to

a lot of intense, multi-problem families that

thing in New York, and I didn’t feel that was

buy one for very cheap. I hadn’t seen the house

dealt with things like alcoholism, poor-parent-

right. When my kids were young, I was more

until I signed the papers. When I left the office

ing, and more. I realized that things wouldn’t

concerned and fearful that if I left New York

and my sister brought me to the house, I thought

necessarily better if there weren’t changes in

that there would be problems with my daugh-

to myself, ‘What did I do?” because there was

those communities, so I got involved. After

ters’ dads, so the thought never crossed my

a lot of work to be done on the house: half the

about 15 years, I went into medical social work

mind. When I decided to leave, I was seeing

ceiling was gone, mold was found in the walls,

and worked my last 10 years as a dialysis social

a change in the New York that I knew, and

and the house needed plumbing, new electric,

worker. I learned a lot with those experiences.

I think a lot of people saw it too. I wanted

and many other things despite these setbacks.

I had two daughters from two different mar-

something better for me and potentially for my

riages, but that wasn’t a problem for us. It was

daughters. In New York, everyone in the family

important for me to give my daughters perspec-

depended on each other, whether that was for a

tive on not only life, but how the world works.

place to live or just money to get by. There were

I would bring them on my house visits to show

often several generations living in the same

I saw all the potential in it. All the homes in
my neighborhood, Five Oaks, have their own
personalities; there are no cookie-cutter
homes and that gives the communities a
unique atmosphere.

them the differences in people’s lives, and how

home. As a result, I decided I should do it now,

When I was settled into Dayton, I started do-

they should be thankful for their lives. I always

when I still have a part of my life left. My sister

ing volunteer work for the community. I really

taught them to understand difference between

was living in Dayton, so the transition was easy

wanted to use my skills for the good of other

what they want and what they need. I didn’t

and comfortable.

people. I volunteered with the private animal

organization for about a year, and then I start-

f i v e oa k s N e i g h b o r h o o d N a r ra t i v e s

fac i n g day to n : N e i g h b o r h o o d N a r ra t i v e s

76

Then from Manhattan, we moved to the

ed working with my church more. I’ve noticed
that people here are so nice in comparison to
New York, even the people addicted to drugs.
Dayton is such a giving community; if someone
is in need, someone else will be there to help
them. I have never seen anything like it.
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